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and	 Hartley,	 2006).	 Moreover,	 rapid	 communication,	 especially	 through	 social	 media,	 has	
encouraged	 a	 perception	 that	 voters	 and	 stakeholders	 can	 readily	 challenge	 the	 legitimacy	 of	
particular	decisions	and	those	who	take	them	(Trippi,	2008).		
There	is	a	“blind	spot	in	democratic	theory”	(Kane	et	al,	2009:	2)	as	to	how	politicians	deal	with	the	




leaders,	 unpacking	 how	 they	 think	 of	 themselves	 and	 their	 work	 in	 relation	 to	 perceived	
expectations	 of	 leadership.	 Through	 analysing	 51	 interviews	 with	 government	 ministers,	 we	
examine	 how	 people	 who	 occupy	 senior	 levels	 of	 government	 come	 to	 form	 a	 sense	 of	 self	 in	
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leadership:	 how	 they	 experience	 the	 dynamics,	 faultlines	 and	 contradictions	 of	 a	 discourse	 of	
leadership	within	a	contemporary	democratic	environment	(Wren,	2008;	Ybema	et	al,	2009).		
The	core	finding	of	the	paper	is	that	in	keeping	with	our	times	of	austerity,	political	leaders	convey	
a	 sense	 that	 they	are	being	asked	 to	be	more	with	 less.	We	argue	 that	political	 leaders	 feel	 that	
they	 are	 facing	more	 demands	 from	 followers	 but	 under	 circumstances	 of	 increased	 democratic	
accountability.	 Just	as	public	bodies	experience	 the	 strain	of	attempting	 to	be	more	 flexible	with	








theoretical	 understanding	 of	 different	 forms	 of	 political	 and	 public	 leadership	 through	
demonstrating	 how	 the	 people	 subjected	 to	 such	 discourses	 (political	 leaders)	 inhabit	 and	
experience	 their	 demands.	While	 the	 literature	 in	 political	 and	 public	 leadership	 has	 identified	 a	
“blind	spot”	(Kane	et	al,	2009:	2)	in	terms	of	understanding	how	politicians	cope	with	the	demands	
















































































































































































































































































































who	 performs	 very	 different	 and	 even	 contradictory	 identities;	 less	 a	 figure	 of	 verve	 and	




data	 that,	as	public	agencies	experience	 tensions	 in	attempting	 to	do	more	with	 less,	 so	political	
leadership	 subjects	 also	 feel	 the	 strain	 of	 flexibility:	 each	 identity	 is	 a	 constrained	 and	 semi-
occupied	identity,	constrained	by	perceived	and	varying	demands	for	decisiveness	and	openness.	
The	headings	used	for	each	identity	and	supporting	commentary	are	led	by	the	language	used	by	
our	 research	participants	 and	 informed	by	 relevant	 aspects	of	 the	political	 and	public	 leadership	
literature	 explored	 earlier,	 as	well,	 of	 course,	 by	 our	 judgment.	 Each	 of	 these	 reflects	 the	 often	
contradictory	ways	in	which	political	 leadership	identity	was	reported	to	us:	demands	to	be	more	




knowledgeable,	 real	 and	authentic.	 In	particular,	when	members	of	 the	public	were	experienced	
















to	 be	 collaborative.	 When	 research	 participants	 spoke	 of	 leading	 with	 others,	 however,	 their	
emphasis	was	not	upon	full-blown	collaboration,	distribution	of	leadership	or	collectivism	but	upon	
a	somewhat	diminished	category	of	consultation.	Collaboration	evokes	a	re-working	of	purpose,	of	
negotiating	 and	 constructing	 what	 a	 policy	 or	 institution	 is	 for	 (Grint,	 2005).	 Our	 politicians	
acknowledged	the	shift	in	public	discourse	towards	a	more	inclusive	approach	to	leadership	but	this	
was	 experienced	 in	 diluted	 terms,	 as	 listening	 more	 and	 seeking	 wider	 bases	 of	 information.	
Political	 leaders	 were	 prepared	 to	 be	 flexible	 in	 terms	 of	 moving	 towards	 a	 more	 collaborative	





















































There’s	 a	 benefit	 I	 think	 in	 so	 far	 as	 you	 satisfy	 yourself	 that	 you’ve	 exhausted	 your	
possibilities	and	done	the	responsible	thing.	But	I	think	there’s	a	down	side	as	well	because	
there’s	a	misconception	that	you	have	to	be	very	thrusting,	out	there	and	leading	from	the	










































































There	 is	 a	physicality	 to	 this	 contact	 and	perspective	of	 the	 ‘real’	 public	 that	 is	missing	 from	 the	
more	depersonalised	 language	 adopted	by	 those	 in	 and	 around	 government.	Acts	 of	 “touching”,	
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“squeezing”	 and	 “feeling”	 bypass	 the	 perhaps	 seductive	 but	 ultimately	 unreal	 machinations	 of	






























































































































decision.	 The	 image	 evoked	 here	 is	 of	 the	 solitary	 figure,	 with	 one	 interviewee	 describing	 the	


















































































data	 offers	 a	 glimpse	 into	 how	 contemporary	 leaders	 experience	 and	 feel	 the	 expectations	 of	
leadership	as	they	seek	to	build	a	sense	of	self	in	the	face	of	particular	demands:	demands	reflected	
in	the	leadership	literature	to	be	more	collaborative,	in	a	popular	culture	that	constructs	leaders	as	




























subject	 is	 someone	 who	 is	 increasingly	 expected	 to	 inhabit	 a	 range	 of	 flexible	 yet	 often	 also	
contradictory	 identities;	 someone	who	 feels	 constrained	 along	 all	 of	 these	 dimensions.	 This	was	
described	 in	colourful	 terms	by	participants	via	a	mix	of	venerating	and	antagonistic	descriptions	
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and	constructions	in	relation	to	other	actors	implicated	in	the	leadership	relationship:	civil	servants,	
the	media	and	members	of	the	public	in	particular.	
Naturally,	we	acknowledge	there	are	limitations	to	our	study	and	draw	particular	attention	to	three	
such	limitations.	First,	with	a	focus	on	identity	work,	our	study	did	not	explore	alternative	foci,	such	
as	a	more	detailed	account	of	the	mechanisms	of	public	involvement	and	collaboration	deployed	by	
political	leaders.	Second,	no	discernible	differences	were	perceptible	in	the	identity	work	of	
political	leaders	across	national	contexts	at	the	level	of	our	adopted	discourse-based	methodology	
but	we	accept	that	a	more	detailed	and	context-led	line	of	questioning	within	a	comparative	
methodology	would	have	produced	different	results	reflective	of	such	an	alternative	choice	of	
focus.	Third,	interviews	with	senior	figures	are	often	criticised	as	being	highly	subjective,	the	charge	
levelled	that	they	would	have	said	what	helped	them	present	themselves	in	the	best	light.	
However,	our	participants	were	asked	not	about	their	performance	or	effectiveness	but	about	what	
they	valued	and	how	they	interpreted	themselves	in	leadership	in	a	broader	context.	We	
appreciate	and	acknowledge	that	this	data	offers	only	one	perspective	–	that	of	ministers	-	but	hold	
that	the	view	offered,	a	glimpse	into	the	identity	work	of	political	leaders,	both	holds	value	in	and	
of	itself	but	also	value	as	a	complement	to	other	empirical	and	conceptual	studies	of	political	
leadership.	We	hope	that	our	study	can	offer	some	rich	material	for	future	scholars	wishing	to	
construct	new	theories	of	political	leadership,	drawing	attention	to	the	identity	work,	and	
sometimes	identity	regulation,	which	can	take	place	when	such	theories	take	hold	in	the	world	of	
practice.			
Future	research	might	consider	other	voices	within	discourses	of	leadership.	Whilst	it	was	not	
possible	to	interview	or	include	the	voices	of	members	of	the	public	in	a	necessarily	tightly	defined	
paper,	data	on	public	views	of	political	leaders	might	be	considered	in	future	studies.	Although	
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significant	practical	problems	would	exist	in	establishing	such	research,	focus	groups	could	be	held	
between	politicians,	members	of	the	public	and	political	members	of	staff	in	order	to	explore	
diminished	political	leadership	from	different	perspectives.	Equally,	research	based	on	the	
observation	of	leadership	development	interventions	for	political	leaders	might	offer	a	valuable	
means	of	capturing	research	participants	in	a	particularly	reflective	and	open	frame	of	mind,	or	
even	adopting	resistant	stances	in	relation	to	development	and	leadership	practices	and	discourses	
(Carroll	and	Nicholson,	2014;	Gagnon	and	Collinson,	2014).	Conceptually,	from	an	identity	
perspective,	other	aspects	of	identity,	such	as	social	identity,	could	be	explored.		
Empirically,	future	research	could	draw	on	our	model	as	a	basis	for	exploring	the	identity	work	of	
government	ministers	in	different	national	and	regional	contexts,	including	comparative	analysis	
between	countries,	and	between	emerging	and	more	established	democratic	contexts	in	a	manner	
that	was	not	possible	in	our	discursive	approach.	This	model	could	also	be	applied	to	research	on	
state,	provincial	or	local	leaders.	Alternative	methodologies	might	also	surface	different	readings	of	
political	leadership	identity.	For	example,	a	focus	group	approach	might	also	build	rich	insights	
through	generative	dialogue	between	politicians.		
In	terms	of	practice,	the	four	identities	of	political	leadership	offered	in	this	paper	could	be	adapted	
for	a	practitioner	audience,	as	a	means	of	generating	discussion	as	to	the	expectations	of	
contemporary	political	leadership	and	preparing	them	for	the	complexities	of	leading	in	
government.	The	tensions	explored	in	the	conceptual	literature,	and	made	more	human	via	our	
empirical	data,	will	only	become	more	marked	as	the	visibility	of	our	politicians	within	social	media,	
online	and	24-hour	news	becomes	more	pronounced.	Therefore,	acknowledging	and	surfacing	such	
dynamics	of	the	job	of	political	leadership	might	better	inform	decisions	to	seek	public	office.		
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Equally,	interventions	to	develop	the	leadership	capabilities	of	politicians,	based	on	our	data,	might	
consider	contributions	from	the	area	of	critical	reflexivity	(Cunliffe,	2002;	Hibbert,	2012).	A	critically	
reflexive	approach	to	developing	the	leadership	of	elected	politicians	would	seek	to	connect	the	
affective	with	the	discursive-structural,	making	connections	between	the	felt	discomfort,	anger,	
frustration	and	even	fear	of	political	leaders	and	the	intense	demands	of	democratic	structures.	
Such	an	approach,	we	believe,	would	help	prospective	and	current	politicians	more	clearly	see	the	
difficult	and	irreconcilable	identities	and	expectations	associated	with	the	offices	they	seek:	the	
problem	of	being	more	with	less.	
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